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TO:  Carolyn Britt, Chair, Ipswich Planning Board 

FROM: Open Space Committee  

SUBJECT: 55 Waldingfield Road Great Estates Preservation Development 

DATE:   October 20, 2021 

CC:  Ipswich Planning Board 

Molly Shea, Open Space Manager 

Beth O’Connor, Open Space Steward 

Ethan Parsons, Director of Planning and Development 

Kristen Grubbs, Town Planner 

 

Since the mid-1980s the Open Space Committee (OSC) has served the Town in multiple ways for the purpose of 

protecting lands for both public recreation, and important habitat and natural resource values, including advising other 

town boards and committees on open space issues. This memo is written to advise the Planning Board on the open space 

considerations of the Special Permit under review as a Great Estate Preservation Development (GEPD) located at 55 

Waldingfield Road.  On September 27 and October 18, 2021 during two regular monthly meetings, the Open Space 

Committee discussed the open space and trail aspects of Ora, Inc.’s proposal.  Representatives from Ora attended both 

meetings, offering information on plans and answering questions.   

With these opportunities to hear from Ora and its representatives, we have a good sense of their objectives and a clear 

understanding of where we differ on interpretations of the GEPD bylaw.  Firstly, we welcome and support their use of the 

GEPD to locate their offices at 55 Waldingfield, and agree it is a good use of the property.  Additionally, we applaud their 

pledge to provide public access to the property’s existing trails.  We also appreciate their efforts to follow the purposes of 

the GEPD listed in the bylaw’s section 1 and their stated goal of preserving the rural, equestrian and historic character of 

the grounds. 

Most important to us, however, is that this Special Permit give the Town certainty on the permanent protection of the 

property’s highest profile portions—the two front agricultural paddocks.  This is also the chief source of our difference 

with the applicant.  Ora representatives say the company wants to keep the paddocks open, but that that they cannot 

consent to the permanent protection of a conservation restriction on them. The Open Space Committee views the 

paddocks and the viewshed of such from Waldingfield Road as an integral and fundamental feature of the Great Estate 

and its protection therefore need to be a primary outcome of utilization of the GEPD in this case. 

In our advisory capacity as open space advocates, we know from long experience that open space not legally protected is 

vulnerable open space, subject not only to the good will of an existing owner but also to their changing plans.  Companies 

often expand.  Companies can also leave and sell to subsequent owners who may not have the same respect for a 

property’s identity.  Not protecting an open space highly prized and valued for its current condition is leaving it to an 

undetermined fate.  The Open Space Committee seeks to remove that uncertainty for the good of the Town. 

OUR RECOMMENDATIONS 

The following are the OSC’s recommendations regarding the preservation and protection of the open space and trails that 

have been proposed as part of this Great Estate Preservation Development project. Our recommendations first address 

designating a portion of the total property acreage as permanently protected open space. Secondly, we offer suggestions 

for trail configuration and public access. 
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Open Space 

 

The Open Space Committee has identified the following open space attributes of the 55 Waldingfield Road property: 

 

• The parcel sits within an area of Ipswich long-prized for its rural pasture land, with scenic vistas along a narrow, 

winding, tree-lined, designated “scenic road”, frequented by pedestrians, equestrians, cyclists, and runners. 
 

• The parcel has multiple natural resource values, including forest land valued for carbon sequestration and wildlife 

corridor connectivity; wetlands and riverfront, both valued for watershed protection and wildlife habitat; and 

active agricultural land (paddocks) that represent the essence of a large estate property in an RRA District as 

articulated in the GEPD section of the Town’s zoning bylaw. (See Protective Zoning Bylaw, Section IX. H. 1.) 
 

• The property abuts significant parcels of protected open space, including the Julia Bird Reservation to the east 

owned by Essex County Greenbelt Association (Greenbelt) and Appleton Farms to the south owned by The 

Trustees of Reservations (Trustees), and the opportunity to expand contiguous, permanently protected open space 

and public access trails is a critical consideration. 
 

• The property abuts the Ipswich River, a source of the Town’s drinking water and along with the Great Marsh 

represents the two most significant and iconic wetland resources of the Community.   

 

With these site characteristics in mind, the OSC believes that the Town must make every effort to permanently preserve 

the most important open spaces in order to prevent potential scenarios that could radically change the character of the 

property and the landscape in the future. Protecting natural features and their aesthetic value for the long term is a 

foundational purpose of the GEPD bylaw. 

 

To these ends, the Open Space Committee recommends the permanent protection through a deeded conservation 

restriction (CR) granted by the applicant to a qualified land conservation organization of the following areas of the 

property, as shown on the accompanying Figure OSP-1: 

 

1. The two open pasture areas viewable from Waldingfield Road at the southeastern and southwestern ends of the 

property as shown on the map; 
 

2. All the land falling within the minimum GEPD bylaw setbacks of 100 feet along both the westerly and easterly 

borders of the property, as well as the 250-foot setback bordering the frontage along Waldingfield Road; 

 

3. Whatever other areas contributing to the historic landscape and character of this great estate that remain within the 

Planning Board’s discretion to set aside (up to 50% of the applicant’s owned property).  We consider the two 

contiguous forested areas shown on our map (OSP-1), gardens, and allée grounds as worthy of inclusion. 
 

Contrary to what is being proposed by the applicant, it is our considered opinion that the total open space designated 

under this GEPD not count the already protected 8.8-acre CR along the parcel’s northern boundary bordering the Ipswich 

River.  The acreage has been permanently protected from development since the 1970s by a conservation restriction 

granted to Greenbelt and approved by both the state and Ipswich Select Board.  Including the pre-existing 8.8-acre CR in 

the calculation for the open space set aside goes against the intent of the GEPD bylaw, as well as the 1997 Criteria for 

Evaluating Proposed Open Space 1 specifically referenced in the bylaw, which states: “… land already protected…, will 

not count toward the open space…”.  In addition, the area of the existing CR falls almost entirely within what is the 200-

foot riverfront protection area defined in the State Riverfront Protection Act and Ipswich Wetlands Protection Bylaw, 

which is another mechanism of previously established protection from development for this area.  Including the existing 

CR as currently proposed by the applicant, would not gain the community any additional benefit of protected open space. 

 

 
1 The GEPD bylaw’s section 5. c., titled ‘Development Requirements’ has language stating: “In designating the open space, the 

applicant shall apply the guidelines adopted by the Planning Board in May of 1997, entitled CRITERIA FOR EVALUATING 

PROPOSED OPEN SPACE.”  In turn, the third paragraph of the criteria document states: “…land already protected, such as wetlands, 

will not count toward the open space to be proposed in the plan.” 
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Trails & Public Access 

 

The 55 Waldingfield Road property has an existing trail network historically used by equestrians that should be enhanced 

and maintained to provide public access to trails for all passive recreational purposes through the property and to provide 

a connection to trails on the neighboring Greenbelt land (the Julia Bird Reservation) as well as to Trustees land at 

Appleton Farms. By utilizing mostly pre-existing on-site trail sections, there is an opportunity to create a continuous loop 

trail with those on neighboring properties. See accompanying Figure OSP-2 showing general trail locations. 

 

To these ends, the Open Space Committee recommends the following with respect to public access: 

 

1. Ora, Inc. preserve the established trail along the property’s western boundary.  
 

2. Ora, Inc. construct a trail along the southern property boundary (parallel to Waldingfield Road) to connect the 

existing western trail to the existing eastern right-of-way trail.  
 

3. Ora, Inc. preserve the established trail along the property’s eastern boundary in the location of the existing right-

of-way easement held by Greenbelt, which would allow for connection to existing trails on the Julia Bird 

Reservation.  
  

4. Ora, Inc. preserve the established trail along the northern portion of the property that connects the western trail to 

existing trails on the Julia Bird Reservation. This established trail runs parallel to the river and is closest to the 

mansion (and adjacent to Ora’s planned building envelopes). As such, this existing trail may require re-siting and 

construction through wetlands, buffers, and across slopes. Ora, Inc. should be required to consult with and obtain 

acceptance from the Town’s Open Space Program and Essex County Trail Association (ECTA) before 

committing to a final relocation and construction of the trail. The applicant will also be required to obtain permit 

approval through the Conservation Commission for any work in jurisdictional areas related to trail relocation. 

 

5. Ora, Inc. designate and construct a public access parking area, and grant a permanent public parking easement to 

it, in the approximate area where an existing dirt lot is currently located, which would provide parking for 5-6 

vehicles along the southern border trail.  
  

6. All trails should meet state and local environmental standards and should provide access to the general public, 

including ADA accessibility where feasible. 
  

7. Ora, Inc. grant publicly accessible permanent trail easements for all trail sections as outlined above and as shown 

in the accompanying figure OSP-2, including over the existing right-of-way easement held by Greenbelt on the 

eastern property boundary with Julia Bird Reservation.  
 

8. All trails should be managed under trail easements granted to a qualified organization such as ECTA, Greenbelt, 

or Trustees. It should be the responsibility of Ora, Inc. and the easement grantee to ensure these trails are managed 

and physically maintained to provide public access in perpetuity.  

 

Considerations:  

 

The GEPD bylaw is a vehicle for preserving the character and integrity of a rural area even when developed, and in 

practice it should not default to its minimum allowances. A project should offer a net addition of open space.  The Open 

Space Committee urges the Planning Board to designate these natural and agricultural areas as permanently protected 

open space, and to preserve the valued assets of the property while still allowing a commercial entity to coexist.  

 

Permanent protection in the form of an open space conservation restriction (CR) does not eliminate the owner’s ability to 

access or utilize these areas of the property. As an example, the existing agricultural areas on site (i.e. horse paddocks), 

that we recommend be included in the designated open space area, can continue to be utilized for private agriculture and 

agricultural activities. A CR merely protects land from future development, while still permitting allowed uses consistent 

with the purposes of protection. A CR also does not grant the public unrestricted access across all areas of the open space 

onsite. The CR language would clearly identify which areas of the property would allow public access (i.e. trails). Separate 

trail easements are also needed to provide public access to trails where designated. The CR would be prepared in 
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accordance with the provisions of Section 31 and 33, inclusive, of Chapter 184 of the General Laws of the 

Commonwealth of Massachusetts.  

 

The Open Space Committee recommends conveying the protected open space through a qualified CR to a non-profit 

conservation organization such as Greenbelt, or Trustees, as well as conveying public trail easements within the open 

space to an organization such as ECTA.  As part of our review process, the OSC has consulted with Greenbelt, ECTA and 

Trustees regarding the open space and public access components of this project, as each of these organizations has a direct 

connection to the property and the proposed development project.   

 

Lastly, the Open Space Committee concurs with the recommendations of the Ipswich River Watershed Association’s 

September 8, 2021 letter to the Planning Board commenting on water conservation measures available to Ora, Inc. in the 

interest of water use minimization and water quality preservation and protection of the Ipswich River. 

Thank you for this opportunity to provide comments.  We recognize the applicant may present modified open space 

proposals to the Planning Board, that may differ from their original application, and we will be available for further 

review and comment as the Planning Board desires. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Wayne Castonguay and Andy Brengle 

Co-Chairs, Open Space Committee 
 

 

Enclosures: 

OSP-1: Recommended Protected Open Space Areas for 55 Waldingfield Road (October 13, 2021)  

OSP-2: Recommended Trail Locations for 55 Waldingfield Road (October 13, 2021)  



Greenbelt CR

Property Line

Land Already Protected

Proposed on-site Public Access Trail*

Proposed public parking area 
(as shown by applicant)

1A

1B

3 2
Zoning Setbacks (100’ side; 250’ front)

Approx. 12.5 acres total
Required Setbacks (minus 1B building area)

Approx. 7.5 acres total
Pasture/Equestrian/Agriculture 

(outside of setback areas)

Less than 2 acres total
Other Contiguous Forested Area 

< 1 ac.

< 1 ac.

~2.8 ac.
~4.7 ac.

Additional Agricultural Area

Additional Forested Area

Figure OSP-1

10/13/2021

Recommended Protected Open Space 
Areas for 55 Waldingfield Road



Property Line

Existing off-site trail (loop connection)

Potential on-site Public Access Trail*

* Shown public access trail would utilize existing trails 
on the northern, eastern, and western boundaries.

All on-site portions of trail require public access 
easements.

Proposed public parking area 
(as shown by applicant)

Figure OSP-2

Trail locations as shown are approximate 10/13/2021

Recommended Trail Locations
for 55 WaldingfieldRoad


	10-20-21_ OSC Memo toPBre 55 Waldingfield FINAL.pdf (p.1-4)
	Figure OSP1 - Open Space.pdf (p.5)

